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(1) Weakness can often be turned into a source of strength 
through a personal prayer relation with God. 


(2) A person of action needs contemplation as part of the 
regular rhythm of his or her life. 


(3) Taking one half hour daily in silent prayer can be a 
practical way to maintain a close relationship with God. 


Georges Vanier, the French-Canadian Governor General 
of Canada from 1959-67 was known by all as a man of prayer. He 
began his inaugural address with the following words: "Mr. Prime 
Minister, my first words are a prayer. May Almighty God in his 
infinite wisdom and mercy bless this sacred mission which has 
been entrusted to me by Her Magesty the Queen and help me to 
fulfill it in all humility. In exchange for his strength, I 


offer him my weakness." 


This striking military hero who had led a life of great 
honor as a Colonel of the Royal 22nd Regiment of the Canadian 
Army, as a Diplomat in England, and as Ambassador to France, 
simply referred to his 'weakness' as an offering to God 
at this moment of consumation of his career. General Vanier 
recognized that without the strength of God he would be able 
to accomplish nothing. 


Georges Vanier was born in Montreal in 1888 of a French 
father and an Irish mother. He attended Loyola College and then 
took a degree in Law at Laval University before joining the 
army in 1915 at the out break of the First World War. 


The young officer distinguished himself under heavy 
fire for three years and received the military cross before 
being seriously wounded. As a result of this accident his right 
leg was amputated above the knee. 


Later, after having returned to Montreal Major Vanier 
asked whether he could returg to the Army. His request was 
greeted by a laugh. The Inspector General said " You have lost 
a leg." Vanier replied: " I know that, but don't you want a few 
officers with brains as well as legs?" 


Within three weeks Major Vanier was appointed second in 
command of the Royal 22nd Regiment stationed at the Citadel in 
Quebec City. Always considered to be a just and firm military 


woe 


officer Major Vanier frequently challanged his men to grow . 
During World War I he came to a man who was blaspheming when the 
regiment was being attacked and asked:" What has Christ done to 
you my friend, that you should insult him thus?" The man then 
trembled like a child and nearly burst into tears. 


In 1921 Georges Vanier married Pauline Archer, a 
deeply religious woman from Montreal. Mrs. Vanier is credited 
with assisting her husband to a conversion when several years 
into their marriage he accompanied her to a lecture given by 
a Jesuit priest Fr. Steuart in London on Good Friday , 1934. 
Georges Vanier told that priest that he had made him realize 
how much God loved man. 


From that moment on Georges Vanier began to accompany 
his wife to daily mass. He continued this practice until the 
end of his life. 


The Vaniers had a rich family life which included a 
daughter and four sons. Among their children are Jean Vanier , 
the founder of L* Arche communities for the Handicapped, Therese 
Vanier a physician at St. Christopher's Hospice in London, and 
Benedict Vanier, a Trappist monk at the Cistercian Abbey in 
Oka, Quebec. 


In one speech Vanier reflected on the importance of 
the family: " The family offers to man the possibility of 
finding the greatest happiness available on earth...It is, after 
all, the family which fulfills the need of each one of us to love 
and to be loved. In the interplay of responsibility and dependence 
with the family are also found the well-springs of love, love 
for God, for one's religion, and for one's country." 


For the Vaniers prayer began in the family. As the 
intensity of their external life of service increased with the 


the diplomatic appointment to Canada House in London from 1932-39 
and then to the Canadian Legation in Paris from 1939-40, the 
Vaniers increased the intensity of their interior life of prayer. 


Georges and Pauline Vanier decided to consecrate thirty 
minutes each day together in silent prayer. Often this period, 
referred to as 'their half-hour', would be spent together 
in a church in front of the blessed sacrament. If thig- was. 
impossible because of the pressure of their duties, then it 
would be taken at home at night, sitting quietly in achairor 
in bed, with hands folded. 


Adcording to their son Jean these times of prayer were 
sometimes dry and difficult. At other times, however, Georges 
Vanier records that he really experienced the love of God. In one 
note written bétween 1945-54 when Vanier was the Canadian 
Ambassador to Paris, he described his prayer in some detail: 


"Today, as usual, I started by thanking God for 
allowing me to come to see Him. Then, as is my custom, I 
said I had come to adore Him, Creator of Heaven and Earth. 
After a minute or two...1I said to Him (a) that I wanted to love 
Him more and more, (b) that I know he loves me, (c) asked Him 
to show me how to love Him as I did not know and needed Hishelp." 


Georges Vanier added: "I then had a suprise; I began 
to repeat, in a way which was both intense and spontaneous, 
that I loved Him, thanking Him for giving me the grace to love 
Him thus. For some time I could not move on to the next point, 
but just kept repeating that I loved Him and wanted to love 
Him more." 


The prayer was concluded by turning to the needs of others: 
"After this my custom was to ask for graces for certain persons 


aye 
who were suffering or who needed God's help for certain reasons." 


The interweaving of contemplation and active service 
became Georges Vanier's pattern of life. He came to believe 
that the two were inseparable: " Action depends on contemplation, 
which is the source and also the end of action." 


It is difficult to think of anyone who lived a more 
active life than Georges Vanier. Although he spent a short period 
of retirement in Montreal from 1954-59, the end of his life was 
a crowning achievement when he was appointed Governor General 
of Canada at the age of 70. 


For the eight years he served in this capacity 
General Vanier consistently acted as a friend and champien.af 
the people of Canada. Moving from a military to a paternal 
relationship to those he served, Georges Vanier sought to 
bring to the attention of the nation the importance of 
Spiritual values in an increasingly materialistic world. 


Worried about increasing delinquency, in a speech 
Vanier stated: " Spirit, I believe will be essential in 
constructive work for youth. But what is this rather nebulous 
conception of Spirit? May I perhaps be allowed todefine itas 
that which lends dignity to man, enabling him to transcend his 
limitations." 


As a consequence of their concer about the 
disintegration of the family, the Vaniers established in 1964 
The Vanier Institute of the Family. Its purpose was to study 
the needs of the family in the contemporary world and to aid 
projects which would support its development. 


At the first annual meeting of the Institute Governor 
Vanier reflected on the meaning of religion for the family: 
"Religion has become much less of a family affair in which 


family prayers, grace at meals and regular attendance as a 
family at church or synogogue were a part of family life...A 
picnic or a party can also be an exercise in unity but the 
unity engendered may be little more than surface friendship. 
Prayer, by contrast, goes to the very essence of our being, 
touches all that we feel important in life." 


Governor Vanier sought to transform the world through 
his vocation to serve. In a letter to his son Jean >» he 
stated: '/ It is more and more obvious that God is sustainingme, 
Left to my own human resources I could never accomplish all 
that I am undertaking at this moment." 


"I sense very clearly and irrefutably that the prayer which 
I made at my instdllation is being answered, that He is exchanging 
His strength for my weakness. But for how long? May His will 
be done." 


Governor General Georges Vanier died on March 5, 1967. 
His life is an inspiration for those of us who seek to livea 
Catholic witness in the world. His example of the integration of 
prayer and action and of the centrality of prayer within the 
family is an important help to us who seek to follow Christ 
in the twentieth century. 
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